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 Chapter 2 
 Segregation, Race, and the Social Worlds 
of Rich and Poor 
 Douglas  S.  Massey and  Jonathan  Tannen 
 Abstract  Residential segregation has been called the “structural linchpin” of racial 
stratifi cation in the United States. Recent work has documented the central role it 
plays in the geographic concentration of poverty among African-Americans as well 
as the close connection between exposure to concentrated deprivation and limited 
life chances. Here we review trends in racial segregation and Black poverty to con-
textualize a broader analysis of trends in the neighborhood circumstances experi-
enced by two groups generally considered to occupy the top and bottom positions in 
U.S. society: affl uent Whites and poor Blacks. The analysis reveals a sharp diver-
gence of social and economic resources available within the social worlds of the two 
groups. We tie this divergence directly to the residential segregation of African- 
Americans in the United States, which remains extreme in the nation’s largest urban 
Black communities. In these communities, the neighborhood circumstances of 
affl uent as well as poor African-Americans are systematically compromised. 
 Keywords  Residential segregation •  School segregation •  Racial segregation • 
 Hypersegregation •  Poverty concentration •  Poverty •  Neighborhood disadvantage • 
 Racial stratifi cation •  Geographic mobility 
 Introduction 
 Residential segregation has been called  the “structural linchpin” of racial stratifi ca-
tion in the United States (Pettigrew  1979 ; Bobo  1989 ; Bobo and Zubrinsky  1996 ), 
and over time its role in the perpetuation of Black disadvantage (and White advan-
tage) has become increasingly clear to social scientists (for a review, see Massey 
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 2013 ). William Julius Wilson ( 1987 )  was the fi rst to notice the rising  concentration 
of poverty in Black inner city neighborhoods during the 1980s. Massey ( 1990 ) sub-
sequently sought to explain this growing concentration of  Black poverty using a 
simulation to demonstrate how rising rates of Black poverty interact with high lev-
els of Black segregation to concentrate poverty in certain areas and neighborhoods. 
Massey  and  Denton ( 1993 ) went on to argue that by concentrating poverty, racial 
segregation created a uniquely harsh and disadvantaged social environment for poor 
 African-Americans and residential circumstances with much fewer advantages for 
affl uent African-Americans compared to Whites of similar social status. 
 In his analysis of the mathematics underlying Massey’s simulation exercise, 
Quillian ( 2012 )  demonstrated that concentrated poverty stemmed not simply from 
an interaction between Black poverty and Black segregation but was also affected 
by the level of geographic separation between poor and nonpoor Blacks as well as 
the degree of segregation between poor Blacks and others who were both nonpoor 
and non-Black. Given conditions that commonly prevail in metropolitan America, 
however, Quillian ( 2012 , 370) gave his support to Massey’s theoretical argument. 
When African-Americans are highly segregated, increases in Black poverty are 
absorbed by a relatively small number of compressed, racially homogeneous neigh-
borhoods, increasing the geographic concentration of poverty in ghetto areas. 
 Subsequent research has confi rmed the close connection between Black segrega-
tion and geographically concentrated disadvantage and demonstrated the powerful 
negative infl uence of concentrated poverty on individual life chances (Sampson 
 2012 ; Massey and Brodmann  2014 ). Owing primarily to the persistence of racial 
residential segregation, poor African-Americans experience levels of neighborhood 
poverty, violence, and social disorder that are rarely, if ever, experienced by the poor 
of other groups (Peterson and Krivo  2010 ; Sampson  2012 ). Moreover, the high 
exposure of African-Americans to geographically concentrated disadvantage not 
only persists over the individual life cycle but also is maintained across the genera-
tions. Indeed, Sharkey ( 2013 ) found that half of all African-Americans nationwide 
had lived in the poorest quartile of  urban neighborhoods for at least two generations, 
compared to just 7 % of Whites. Whereas in  1968 Otis Dudley Duncan argued that 
Black socioeconomic disadvantage was transmitted along the lines of race, in the 
twenty-fi rst century, Sharkey shows how Black disadvantage is increasingly trans-
mitted on the basis of place. 
 Here we review trends in the degree of Black residential segregation along with 
rates of Black and White  poverty from 1970 to 2010 to assess the structural poten-
tial for concentrated poverty and how it has changed over time. We then examine 
trends in neighborhood conditions experienced by poor Whites and Blacks and 
compare them to those experienced by affl uent Whites and Blacks. Our analysis 
documents the widening gap between the social worlds inhabited by those at the top 
and bottom of the U.S. socioeconomic hierarchy and underscores the powerful 
effect that segregation has in undermining the quality of the neighborhoods even of 
African-Americans. 
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 Four Decades of Segregation and Poverty 
 Our analysis draws on census tract data obtained from the decennial censuses of 
1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010 as well as data from the 2008–2012 American 
Community Surveys for 287 consistently defi ned Metropolitan Statistical Areas 
(MSAs; borrowing liberally from a dataset developed by  Rugh and Massey  2014 ). 
Figure  2.1 shows trends in the degree of  Black–White segregation from 1970 to 
2010. The values are weighted averages of segregation indices computed for all 
MSAs, where weights are the proportion of all metropolitan Blacks living in each 
MSA. The trends thus represent changes in the degree of segregation experienced 
by the average Black metropolitan resident over time.
 We measure segregation using the well-known  index of dissimilarity , which 
gives the relative share of two groups that would have to exchange neighborhoods 
to achieve an even residential distribution (Massey and Denton  1988 ). We proxy 
neighborhoods using census tracts, which are small local areas averaging around 
4,000 persons defi ned by the U.S. Census Bureau. In an even residential distribution 
each tract would replicate the racial composition of the metropolitan area as a 
whole. For example, if an MSA were 10 % Black and 90 % White, then evenness 
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 Fig. 2.1  Black-White residential dissimilarity and Black and White poverty rates in metropolitan 
areas 
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index value of zero. In general, tract-based dissimilarity indices of 60 or greater are 
considered to be high, those between 30 and 60 moderate, and those under 30 low. 
 According to these criteria, average levels of Black-White segregation have 
remained in the high range throughout the past four decades. Nonetheless, levels of 
racial segregation  have displayed a slow but steady decline over time, with the dis-
similarity index going from 78 in 1970 to around 60 in 2010, a decline of about fi ve 
points per decade. Although the trend in Black-White segregation may have been 
downward on average, Rugh and Massey ( 2014 ) found considerable variation across 
MSAs in the rate of decline. Their statistical analysis revealed that lower levels of 
Black segregation and more rapid shifts toward integration were predicted by small 
metropolitan population size, high Black socioeconomic status, low levels of anti- 
Black prejudice, permissive density  zoning in suburbs, the presence of a college or 
university, larger concentrations of military personnel, and a small Black percent-
age. In general, therefore, metropolitan areas experiencing a decline in segregation 
over the past 40 years have been those of small size with a relatively small Black 
population of high socioeconomic status, with suburban zoning regimes that allow 
multi-unit housing, and a military base and/or colleges or universities in the metro-
politan region. Obviously this profi le does not fi t the metropolitan areas where most 
African-Americans live. 
 Figure  2.1 also shows trends in Black and White poverty from 1970 to 2010. We 
 defi ne poverty as coming from a household within an income of $30,000 or less (the 
cutoff for receipt of a federal Pell college grant for low-income students). As can be 
seen, there is little evidence of any downward trend in the level of  Black poverty 
over time. Indeed, the poverty rate  rose from 34 to 40 % between 1970 and 1990; 
and although it fell to a rate of 35 during the economic boom of the 1990s by 2010, 
it had risen back to up 36 %, two points above where it stood in 1970. The rate of 
 White poverty likewise rose between 1970 and 1990, going from 16 to 24 % before 
dropping back to 21 % in 2000 and then rising back up to 23 % in 2010. For both 
racial groups, we expect trends in the concentration of poverty generally to follow 
trends in the rate of poverty (Jargowsky  1997 ). Thus it should rise during the 1970s 
and 1980s, fall in the 1990s, and then rise again during the 2000s, though absolute 
levels of poverty concentration naturally will be much lower for Whites than Blacks. 
 As already noted, declines in Black-White segregation were quite uneven across 
regions, with high levels generally persisting in sizable poor Black communities 
located in the nation’s large metropolitan areas. In their analysis of 1980 census 
data, Massey and Denton ( 1989 ) went further to identify a subset of areas in which 
African-Americans were segregated along multiple geographic dimensions 
 simultaneously, a pattern of intense isolation they labeled  hypersegregation . In 
hypersegregated metropolitan areas, African Americans are highly segregated 
(index value above 60) on at least four of segregation’s fi ve underlying geographic 
dimensions. Thus African-Americans were not only unevenly distributed across 
 neighborhoods but also experienced high levels of  isolation , living in nearly all-
Black neighborhoods that were clustered tightly together to form a densely packed 
community located in and around the city center. In 1980, such areas housed a dis-
proportionate share of all African-Americans. Although a recent analysis by Massey 
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and Tannen ( 2015 ) revealed that the number of hypersegregated areas dropped 
sharply between 1970 and 2010, 34 % of all metropolitan Black residents still lived 
under conditions of hypersegregation 40 years later, with another 21 % living under 
conditions of “high” segregation (dissimilarity index above 60). 
 The top of Fig.  2.2 shows trends in Black-White segregation for the fi ve most 
racially segregated metropolitan areas as of 2010. These data underscore how lim-
ited progress toward racial integration has been in the nation’s largest urban Black 
communities. In MSAs such as  Milwaukee , New York, Chicago, Detroit, and 
Cleveland—places with well-known and long-established Black ghettos—progress 
toward residential integration has been limited, with dissimilarity indices ranging 
narrowly between 73 and 80 even in the age of Obama. Among all hypersegregated 
areas, the average  Black-White dissimilarity index fell from 79 in 1970 to 66 in 
2010, and their ranks included  St. Louis , where Blacks and Whites at present are 
bitterly divided over the killing of an unarmed Black teenager by a White police 
offi cer in the predominantly Black suburb of  Ferguson .
 Figure  2.2 also shows trends in Black-White dissimilarity among the fi ve least 
segregated metropolitan areas in 2010. As can be seen, in smaller metropolitan 
areas with tiny Black populations levels of segregation, the dissimilarity index fell 
quite rapidly over the past four decades. In  Provo, Utah , for example, the index fell 
from 83 in 1970 to just 18 in 2010. Of course, the Black population of Provo num-
bered just 4,012 in 2010 and was relatively affl uent, not to mention Provo is a col-
lege town (home to Brigham Young University). The average dissimilarity index for 



































 Fig. 2.2  Segregation trends in the most and least segregated metropolitan areas 
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population was 2,600 and all fi ve areas contained colleges or universities, again not 
a profi le that applies to most Black metropolitan residents. 
 The link between the degree of Black segregation and the relative size of the 
Black population refl ects changes in White racial attitudes since the  civil rights era . 
In the 1960s, large majorities of White Americans supported racial segregation in 
principle, agreeing that Whites had a right to keep Blacks out of their neighbor-
hoods and that African-Americans should respect that right. By the 1990s, however, 
the percentage of Whites expressing this viewpoint had fallen to single digits, and 
most had adopted a color-blind ideology of equal opportunity for all regardless of 
race (Schuman et al.  1998 ). 
 Despite the collapse of White support for segregation in principle, however, neg-
ative racial stereotypes remain fi rmly rooted in White social cognition and White 
respondents show little tolerance for associating with very many African-Americans 
in practice, especially in intimate settings such as neighborhoods and schools. On 
surveys, as the hypothetical number of Black students or neighbors increases, larger 
and larger shares of White respondents express discomfort, declaring a reluctance 
to enter a neighborhood and expressing a desire to leave (Charles  2003 ,  2006 ). Even 
after controlling for a neighborhood’s property values,  crime rates , and school qual-
ity, the likelihood that a White subject would be willing to purchase a home in a 
neighborhood declines sharply as the percentage of Blacks rises (Emerson et al. 
 2001 ). 
 Under these circumstances, in metropolitan areas with small Black populations, 
Whites can simultaneously honor their ideological commitment to equal opportu-
nity and satisfy their desire not to share schools or neighborhoods with many Black 
people. In Provo, for example, the Black percentage is just 0.7 %, so under condi-
tions of complete integration (a Black-White dissimilarity index of zero) each 
neighborhood would be just 0.7 % Black, which is well within White tolerance 
limits. In contrast, Milwaukee County is 27 % Black, so complete integration there 
would yield neighborhoods that were 27 % Black, which is well beyond the comfort 
level of most Whites—hence the current pattern of high, stubborn levels of segrega-
tion in metropolitan areas containing large Black communities but rapid shifts 
toward integration in areas where few African-Americans actually live. 
 Nonetheless, patterns of racial segregation did change after the civil rights era. 
Whereas virtually all metropolitan areas were highly segregated by race in 1970, 40 
years later, segregation levels vary widely across metropolitan areas. Indeed, from 
1970 to 2010 the standard deviation of Black-White dissimilarities rose from 10.2 
to 11.2. At the same time, the standard deviation of Black poverty rates fell from 
10.1 to 8.2. With stable means and declining variability in rates of Black poverty but 
declining means and rising variability with respect to Black segregation, the geo-
graphic concentration of Black poverty over time has increasingly come to be deter-
mined by inter-metropolitan variation in the degree of Black residential 
segregation. 
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 Poverty and Privilege in Black and White 
 Historically, poor African-Americans have been concentrated disproportionately at 
the bottom of the U.S. socioeconomic distribution while affl uent Whites have con-
gregated near the top. As noted earlier, we defi ne poverty as having a household 
income of $30,000 or lower; for our purposes we defi ne affl uence as having a house-
hold income of $120,000 or greater. In order to examine shifts in the size of the gap 
between the top and bottom of American society, therefore, we chart trends in the 
social and economic characteristics of neighborhoods occupied by the affl uent and 
poor of both races, with dollar amounts expressed in constant 2010 dollars. 
Figure  2.3 begins the analysis by plotting trends in the proportion of households 
with incomes of $30,000 or lower in the neighborhoods inhabited by affl uent Blacks 
and poor Blacks, as well as affl uent Whites and poor Whites.
 Figure  2.3 indicates the degree to which Blacks and Whites at the top and bottom 
of the income distribution are exposed to poverty within the social worlds defi ned 
by their neighborhoods. Obviously poor African-Americans have always experi-
enced a higher concentration of poverty than other groups, and as expected, changes 
in the degree of poverty concentration closely follow trends in the rate of poverty 
generally. In 1970 the average poor African-American lived in a neighborhood that 
was 40 % poor, and this fi gure increased to 49 % by 1990 before dropping to 44 % 
in 2000 and then edging back up to 45 % in 2010. Although affl uent African- 














































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.3  Percentage of households earning less than $30,000 in neighborhoods of metropolitan 
areas (by various race/income groups) 
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27 %, respectively), in 1970 and 1980 their exposure to poverty was on a par with 
levels typically experienced only by poor Whites, whose respective fi gures stood at 
23 and 26 % in the 2 years. In contrast, affl uent Whites experienced neighborhood 
poverty rates of just 11 and 13 %, indicating their privileged status in the American 
status hierarchy. 
 As levels of racial segregation moderated after 1980, however, affl uent African- 
Americans began to achieve greater geographic separation from the poor, and the 
poverty rate in affl uent Black neighborhoods dropped from 27 % to 23 % between 
1980 and 2010. The degree of concentrated poverty experienced by poor Whites 
rose, however, in keeping with the overall rise in levels of White poverty, with con-
centration going from 26 to 32 % over the period. Affl uent Whites, of course, con-
tinued to experience the least exposure to poverty within their neighborhoods across 
the four decades, with the degree of poverty concentration rising slowly from 13 to 
17 % but always remaining well below the levels observed for other race-class 
groups. 
 In summary, as of 2010 we observe a clear hierarchy with respect to neighbor-
hood disadvantage, with poor African-Americans experiencing by far the greatest 
concentration of poverty (45 %), followed by poor Whites (32 %), affl uent Blacks 
(23 %), and affl uent Whites (17 %). This ordering is important because research 
indicates that the high rate of  neighborhood disadvantage commonly experienced 
by poor Blacks is the principal structural reason for the remarkable lack of socio-
economic progress among African-Americans since the end of the civil rights era 
(Sharkey  2013 ). 
 Figure  2.4 continues the analysis by looking at the other end of the spectrum of 
neighborhood quality, focusing on exposure to  neighborhood affl uence by examin-
ing trends in the percentage of households earning $120,000 or more in neighbor-
hoods occupied by the affl uent and poor of both races. In keeping with affl uent 
Whites experiencing the least exposure to poverty, they also display by far the high-
est exposure to affl uence within their social worlds. Although the percentage of 
affl uent households in the neighborhood of the average affl uent White person fell 
slightly from 22 % to 20 % from 1970 to 1980, thereafter the fi gure steadily rose to 
reach 30 % in 2010. Once again, affl uent African-Americans experienced great dif-
fi culty translating their income attainments into improved neighborhood circum-
stances in 1970, achieving only the concentration of affl uence attained by poor 
Whites, at just under 10 %. As racial segregation moderated over time, however, the 
concentration of Black affl uence steadily rose, until by 2010 the average affl uent 
African-American lived in a neighborhood in which 22 % of the households were 
also affl uent.
 Although exposure to affl uent households within neighborhoods also rose some-
what for poor Blacks and Whites between 1970 and 2010, the increase was quite 
modest: the percentage affl uent rose from 9 to 13 % for poor Whites and from 4 to 
7 % for poor Blacks. In general, then, the range of exposure to affl uence, along with 
the benefi ts it confers, widened substantially over the decades, as indicated clearly 
in the fi gure. Even though affl uent African-Americans improved their standing with 
respect to poor Whites and poor Blacks, however, they by no means caught up to 
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affl uent Whites, replicating the clear hierarchy observed in Fig.  2.3 , with affl uent 
Whites on top, followed in order by affl uent Blacks, poor Whites, and poor Blacks. 
 Exposure to affl uence within neighborhoods necessarily implies exposure to 
attributes and characteristics associated with affl uence, thus generating a range of 
benefi ts for residents. One such attribute is education, and Fig.  2.5 shows the per-
centage of  college graduates within neighborhoods occupied by affl uent and poor 
Blacks and Whites. Holding college degrees confers status and prestige, of course, 
but college graduates also vote at higher rates to generate more political infl uence, 
exhibit lower rates of crime and delinquency, express greater interpersonal tolerance 
and trust, are more involved in cultural and educational institutions, and generally 
exhibit healthier lifestyles, thus creating a more salubrious, nurturing, and support-
ive neighborhood environment.
 On this important indicator of neighborhood advantage, we once again observe 
the familiar pattern of  racial and class stratifi cation and a growing spread between 
race-class segments over time. Again affl uent Whites experience the highest expo-
sure to college graduates and poor Blacks experience the least, with affl uent Blacks 
and poor Whites falling in-between. From 1970 to 2010 the percentage of college 
graduates in affl uent White neighborhoods rose from 19 to 44 %, whereas the share 
rose only from 5 to 19 % in poor Black neighborhoods, widening the gap from 14 
to 25 points. As before, affl uent Blacks were only able to experience the low levels 













































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.4  Percentage of households earning more than $120,000 in neighborhoods of metropolitan 
areas (by various race/income groups) 
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relative standing. By 2010 the average affl uent African-American lived in a neigh-
borhood where 33 % were college graduates, compared to a fi gure of 27 % for poor 
Whites. Despite this improvement relative to poor Whites, affl uent Blacks still had 
not closed the gap with affl uent Whites, which remained fairly constant from 2000 
to 2010. 
 The fi nal indicator of neighborhood advantage we consider is potential  home 
wealth , which we measure by multiplying median home values within neighbor-
hoods by the proportion of homeowners in the same neighborhoods. The product, 
plotted in Fig.  2.6 , indicates the amount of wealth potentially accessible to the aver-
age neighborhood resident in the form of home equity. As can be seen, in 1970 the 
average affl uent White person lived in a neighborhood where potential home wealth 
stood at $105,000 compared to only $29,000 in the neighborhood of the average 
poor Black person (fi gures once again in constant 2010 dollars). Among affl uent 
African-Americans, potential home wealth was only $50,000, a fi gure even lower 
than the $56,000 fi gure for poor Whites.
 Over time potential home wealth increased for all race-class groups, but the 
increase was greatest for affl uent Whites, whose potential home wealth stood at 
$275,000 in 2010. Although affl uent African-Americans were again able to improve 
their standing relative to poor Whites, they were unable to close the gap with affl u-
ent Whites. As of 2010, their potential home wealth stood at around $193,000, 














































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.5  Percentage of individuals 25 and over with a college degree in neighborhoods of metro-
politan areas (by various race/income groups) 
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nonetheless above the value of $136,000 experienced by poor Whites. As expected, 
poor African-Americans displayed the least access to potential home wealth, with a 
fi gure of just $81,000 in 2010, only 29 % of the potential home wealth accessible to 
affl uent Whites in their neighborhoods. 
 In addition to the fi nancial cushion provided by access to wealth, home values 
also translate directly into access to higher quality education given that public 
schools in the United States are fi nanced mostly by real estate taxes. Thus the 3.4- 
to- 1 differential in potential home wealth between affl uent Whites and poor Blacks 
translates into a comparable differential with respect to school funding, ultimately 
producing a profound gap in the quality of education available to those at the top 
and bottom of American society. The connection between racial segregation and 
stunted  educational achievement among Blacks is very well established empirically 
(Goldsmith  2009 ; Billings et al.  2012 ; Rothstein  2004 ,  2014 ). The close connection 
between  school segregation and residential segregation is confi rmed by the data in 
Fig.  2.7 , which displays the relationship across states between the level of  neighbor-
hood segregation (Black-White dissimilarities computed for tracts) and the degree 
of educational segregation (Black-White dissimilarity between school districts 
using state-level data obtained from the National Center for Educational Statistics; 
 http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/bat/ ). As can be seen, residential segregation explains 61 % 






































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.6  Potential home wealth in neighborhoods of metropolitan areas (by various race/income 
groups) 
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segregation of African-Americans thus explains much of Black underachievement 
in the educational realm.
 Segregation and the Divergence of Social Worlds 
 Earlier we explained that geographically concentrated poverty follows directly from 
two fundamental structural conditions in society: a high rate of minority poverty 
and a high degree of minority residential segregation, a relation now established 
both mathematically and empirically. We also noted that although average levels of 
Black residential segregation have fallen in the past four decades, the declines have 
been highly uneven and inter-metropolitan variation in the degree of segregation has 
increased. In contrast, levels of Black poverty have remained fairly stable, on aver-
age, and inter-metropolitan variability has decreased. Under these circumstances we 
would expect to observe a signifi cant positive association between Black-White 
segregation and the concentration of Black poverty. To the extent that Whites are 
disproportionately affl uent, of course, a high degree of Black-White segregation 
also tends to concentrate White affl uence, as shown in Fig.  2.4 . Thus we expect 








































Black-White Dissimilarity across Census Tracts within State
School District Segregation = 2.53 + 0.93*Tract Segregation  R2 = 0.61
 Fig. 2.7  Relationship between racial segregation by neighborhood to racial segregation by school 
district across states 
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neighborhood circumstances experienced by poor Blacks and affl uent Whites in 
American society, that is, between the social worlds of the most affl uent and poorest 
segments of the nation. 
 Figure  2.8 illustrates this relationship through a scatterplot showing the ratio of 
the average percentage affl uent in neighborhoods occupied by affl uent Whites (indi-
cating the neighborhood privilege enjoyed by those at the top of American society) 
to the average percentage affl uent in neighborhoods occupied by poor Blacks (indi-
cating the relative lack of neighborhood privilege suffered by the bottom of U.S. 
society) expressed as a function of the level of Black-White segregation. The dia-
gram reveals an obvious positive relationship, confi rming the close connection 
between segregation and race-class inequality in the United States.
 As can be seen, as the degree of racial segregation rises, the gap between affl uent 
White and poor Black neighborhoods with respect to the rate of affl uence steadily 
rises. According to the estimated equation, shifting the Black-White dissimilarity 
index from 15 to 80 (roughly the observed range of Black-White segregation) would 
raise the size of the gap from a ratio of 1.5 to 5.3. Although the equation does not 
control for the many other factors that might be expected to infl uence the size of the 
gap between those at the top and bottom of American society, it nonetheless illus-
trates the degree to which segregation by itself operates to concentrate geographical 
advantages and  disadvantages , as demonstrated analytically by Quillian ( 2012 ) and 
empirically by a growing number of studies (cf. Massey and Denton  1993 ; Sampson 




























Rao = 0.628 + 0.058*Dbw R2= 0.34
 Fig. 2.8  Relationship between racial segregation and gap in percentage affl uent between poor 
Black and affl uent White neighborhoods 
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 Figure  2.9 repeats the analysis using the ratio of affl uent White to poor Black 
potential housing wealth to reveal an even stronger relationship between segrega-
tion and the gap in neighborhood access to wealth. Shifting levels of Black-White 
segregation from their minimum to maximum would raise the housing wealth gap 
from a ratio from 1.4 to 3.8. Black residential segregation thus goes a long way 
toward explaining the savage  neighborhood inequalities in wealth that increasingly 
separate poor African-Americans from affl uent Whites in American society today.
 Inequality in Hypersegregated America 
 Results from the foregoing sections reveal sharply rising disparities in the neighbor-
hood circumstances experienced by those at the bottom and top of the American 
socioeconomic distribution. Whether we consider exposure to poverty, concentrated 
affl uence, exposure to college graduates, or potential home wealth, the gap in the 
quality of the social worlds inhabited by affl uent Whites and poor Blacks has 
increased steadily over the past four decades. The gap between affl uent Whites and 
poor Whites has also increased, and although affl uent Blacks have gained ground on 
poor Whites as their neighborhood circumstances have improved, they have not 
























Ratio = 0.842 + 0.037*Dbw R2= 0.37
 Fig. 2.9  Relationship between racial segregation and gap in potential home wealth between poor 
Black and affl uent White neighborhoods 
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 These results prevail across U.S. metropolitan areas generally, including many 
that have displayed falling levels of Black-White segregation over the decades and 
are now characterized by moderate rather than high levels of racial segregation. 
However, roughly a third of all Black metropolitan residents still lived under condi-
tions of hypersegregation in 2010, and in this section, we consider the changing 
fortunes of different race-class groups living under conditions of the most extreme 
form of residential segregation seen in the United States. Figure  2.10 begins the 
analysis by showing trends in exposure to neighborhood poverty experienced by 
different race-class groups in the 21  metropolitan areas that were hypersegregated 
as of 2010.
 Although the trends in poverty concentration are similar to those observed across 
metropolitan areas generally (see Fig.  2.3 ), in hypersegregated areas the levels of 
Black poverty concentration are systematically higher. The percentage poor in the 
neighborhood of the average poor Black resident of a hypersegregated area thus 
rises from 40 % in 1970 to a peak of 53 % in 1990 before dipping and rising again 
to stand at 51 % in 2010. In addition, rather than decreasing as in Fig.  2.3 , the con-
centration of poverty experienced by affl uent African-Americans hardly changes at 
all and affl uent African-Americans fail to improve their geographic position relative 
to poor Whites. In 2010 the exposure of affl uent Blacks to poverty was 30 % greater 













































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.10  Percentage of households earning less than $30,000 in neighborhoods of hypersegre-
gated metropolitan areas (by various race/income groups) 
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23 %) and the exposure of poor Blacks to poverty was 12 % greater (50.5 % com-
pared to 45 %). Thus high levels of Black residential segregation severely constrain 
the ability of affl uent Blacks to limit their exposure to poverty and its problems (see 
Pattillo  2013 ). 
 We observe the same pattern of change over time with respect to exposure to 
affl uence, only in reverse, as shown in Fig.  2.11 . Under conditions of hypersegrega-
tion, both affl uent and poor African-Americans experience less exposure to affl u-
ence in their neighborhoods relative to those in metropolitan areas generally, and 
once again affl uent Blacks are unable to distance themselves geographically from 
the neighborhood circumstances experienced by African-Americans across metro-
politan areas generally. As of 2010, the average affl uent African-American living in 
a hypersegregated area experienced an affl uence rate of just 16 % compared to 22 % 
for affl uent African-Americans across metropolitan areas generally. Under condi-
tions of the most intense segregation, in other words, affl uent African-Americans 
experienced just 73 % of the neighborhood affl uence experienced by those in all 
metropolitan areas.
 Figure  2.12 shows trends in neighborhood exposure to college graduates within 
neighborhoods of hypersegregated metropolitan areas and demonstrates once again 
how affl uent African-Americans are less able to achieve residential contact with this 










































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.11  Percentage of households earning more than $120,000 in neighborhoods of hypersegre-
gated metropolitan areas (by various race/income groups) 
 
D.S. Massey and J. Tannen
29
move much above the geographic position of poor Whites. Whereas the average 
affl uent Black resident lived in a neighborhood where 33 % had graduated from 
college (compared with 27 % for poor Whites, as shown in Fig.  2.5 ) when averaged 
across all metropolitan areas, the average affl uent Black person living in a hyperseg-
regated metropolitan area lived in a neighborhood where only 30 % were college 
graduates (compared with 26 % among poor Whites). Under conditions of hyper-
segregation, the most affl uent African-Americans achieve neighborhood circum-
stances that are little better than those achieved by poor Whites.
 Finally, Fig.  2.13 demonstrates the especially pronounced effect of hypersegre-
gation on potential home wealth. Not only do poor and affl uent African-Americans 
in hypersegregated metropolitan areas experience less access to housing wealth than 
those in all metropolitan areas, but the shortfalls are quite dramatic. As of 2010, the 
typical affl uent African-American lived in a neighborhood with $193,000 in poten-
tial home wealth when averaged across all metropolitan areas, but only $123,000 
when averaged across hypersegregated areas (see Fig.  2.6 ). Among poor African- 
Americans, potential home wealth averaged $81,000 across all metropolitan but 
only $62,000 in hypersegregated areas. Thus hypersegregation reduced access to 













































Affluent White Affluent Black Poor White Poor Black
 Fig. 2.12  Percentage of individuals 25 and over with a college degree in neighborhoods of hyper-
segregated metropolitan areas (by various race/income groups) 
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 Conclusion 
 In any metropolitan area, resources are unevenly distributed in space, and in order 
to gain full access to opportunities in society, people must be free to move. In the 
United States, especially,  geographic mobility has always been part and parcel of 
 economic mobility (Park  1926 ). As members of different ethnic groups have moved 
upward economically, they have sought to translate their economic gains into 
improved neighborhood circumstances, gaining access to better schools, lower 
crime rates, more supportive peer groups, lower insurance rates, and higher home 
values (Massey and Denton  1985 ). By moving up the residential ladder, they put 
themselves and their children in a better position to achieve additional  socioeco-
nomic mobility . 
 For African-Americans, however, the translation of economic mobility into resi-
dential mobility and improved neighborhood conditions has historically been 
thwarted by segregation and the prejudice and discrimination that create and main-
tain it (Massey and Denton  1993 ). Owing to the combination of high segregation 
and high poverty, the concentration of poverty in Black neighborhoods has persisted 
and in many ways deepened over the decades. As a result, a large share of African- 
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 Fig. 2.13  Potential home wealth in neighborhoods of hypersegregated metropolitan areas (by 
various race/income groups) 
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ous effects from generation to generation (Sharkey  2013 ). Although poor 
African-Americans actually move quite frequently, each move simply replicates the 
status quo of place disadvantage (Sampson  2012 ). 
 Our fi ndings here reveal both continuity and change with respect to racial resi-
dential segregation in the United States. Whereas racial segregation was universal 
across metropolitan areas in 1970, by 2010 it had declined in many areas, particu-
larly those of lesser size with smaller and more affl uent Black populations, more 
permissive density zoning, and lower levels of  racial prejudice . Although Whites no 
longer supported segregation in principle, they remained concerned about its impli-
cations in practice and expressed reluctance to live in neighborhoods with more 
than a small share of African-Americans, leading to rapid desegregation in many 
metropolitan areas but persistently high segregation in the nation’s largest Black 
communities, with hypersegregation prevailing in 21 metropolitan areas containing 
around a third of Black metropolitan residents. 
 In this context, segregation has emerged as a major structural determinant of 
exposure to neighborhood advantage and disadvantage in American society. 
Whether we consider the concentration of poverty, access to affl uence, exposure to 
college graduates, or potential home wealth, the differential in neighborhood qual-
ity between those at the top and bottom of the American social hierarchy has steadily 
widened over the past four decades, and as of 2010 the size of this gap was substan-
tially determined by the degree of Black-White segregation prevailing in different 
metropolitan areas. The higher the level of racial segregation in an area, the greater 
the inequality in the social worlds defi ned by circumstances within affl uent White 
and poor Black neighborhoods; the greater the level of racial segregation across 
neighborhoods, the greater the degree of segregation within schools. 
 Our focused analysis of neighborhood trends in hypersegregated areas further 
demonstrated the power of segregation not only to compromise the neighborhood 
circumstances of poor African-Americans but also to limit the ability of affl uent 
Black residents to improve their geographic position in urban society. Although 
affl uent African-Americans were unable to close the gap with affl uent Whites in 
terms of exposure to affl uence, education, and wealth over the past four decades, 
across metropolitan areas they were able to improve their geographic situation rela-
tive to poor Whites. In hypersegregated areas, however, this was not the case. Not 
only was the quality of neighborhoods inhabited by affl uent Blacks lower in abso-
lute terms compared to their affl uent counterparts across metropolitan areas gener-
ally, but also their neighborhood circumstances improved little relative to those 
experienced by the very poorest of Whites. These fi ndings confi rm what social sci-
entists have long known: Residential segregation continues to be the structural 
linchpin in America’s system of racial stratifi cation. 
 Beyond its role in creating and perpetuating the Black urban underclass, recent 
evidence suggests the pernicious effects of persistent, high segregation need our 
focus because they are likely not limited to just one group. It may be spreading to 
Hispanics as well. Although Massey and Denton ( 1989 ) failed to identify any met-
ropolitan area in which Hispanics were hypersegregated in 1980, by 2000 Wilkes 
and Iceland ( 2004 ) found that the two largest Hispanic communities—New York 
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and Los Angeles—had both become hypersegregated, and according to Rugh and 
Massey ( 2014 ),  Hispanic segregation is generated by the same factors that segregate 
African-Americans. In addition, a large share of Hispanics are undocumented and 
lack any social, economic, or civil right in the United States, and Hall and Stringfi eld 
( 2014 ) fi nd that Hispanic-White segregation rises as the estimated prevalence of 
undocumented migrants in the population increases. In the United States, therefore, 
we may be gravitating to a new racial order with Whites (and possibly Asians, given 
their educational income and levels) occupying privileged social worlds at the top 
of the socioeconomic hierarchy and Blacks and Hispanics inhabiting positions of 
concentrated disadvantage at the bottom. 
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